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Preface
The frame is one of many metaphors and models Virginia Woolf
derived from painting, and, judging from critical response, one of
the least obtrusive. Still, the frames in her writings and her
exploration of the principles of framing reveal the extent to which
she anticipated the contemporary interest in the threat that the
marginal poses to the integrity of the centre. The frame, which
charts the disputed border between life and art, is the archetype
of the marginal. Recently, literary theorists have been drawn to
the model provided by the frame and have suggested that it does
not merely mark but, in fact, defines the difference between life
and art. As Stanley Fish has noted, 'literature . . . is language
around which we have drawn a frame, a frame that indicates a
decision to regard with a particular self-consciousness the resources
language has always possessed'. 1
In Virginia Woolf's writings, the frame is often portrayed as a
representative of the ordering powers of art. Framing encourages
the selective vision needed to perceive the enclosed scene as a
unified work of art, but Virginia Woolf was suspicious of the
limitations and distortions that such a process entails. This distrust,
evident throughout her writings, prompted R. L. Chambers to
describe her works as successful attempts 'to take the frame from
the picture'. 2 Yet, as the analysis of her views on art and life in
Chapter 1 reveals, Virginia Woolf recognised that frames are
necessary, in life as well as art.
The frame typifies the arbitrary conventions required to identify
and circumscribe works of art. As a writer, Virginia Woolf was
particularly interested in its literary equivalent. Recently, semiologists have examined the way in which extra-literary material
such as book covers, title-pages and prefaces perform the role of a
frame, but, usually, literary 'framing' refers to the practice of
embedding one narrative in another. While Virginia Woolf used
this technique - conspicuously in Between the Acts - there is evidence
that she also conceived of a literary frame that resembled the frame
of a painting more directly, one that would create the effect of
spatial boundaries. A difficulty she frequently addresses in her
diaries is to find a way to 'enclose' (D2, p. 13) or 'contain' (D3,
p. 18) the works she envisaged, a way 'to embody ... the exact
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shapes my brain holds' (D4, p. 53). In the early stages of The Waves,
she noted in her diary that she 'was not satisfied ... with the
frame' (D3, p. 219). As will be seen in Chapter 2, the principal
advantage of the novel, for Virginia Woolf, was the flexibility of
its frame.
Virginia Woolf's attitude towards framing provides an insight
into her views on art and life and her criteria for comparisons
among the arts and genres. Yet critical attention tends to be
confined to the frames within her works. 3 Most frequently noted
is the framing effect of the window in To the Lighthouse. 4 The
examination of these frames in Chapter 3, however, reveals that
the passing references that are generally made to their effects in
studies of Virginia Woolf do not comprehend the various and
complex ways in which they serve as both instances and emblems
of her theories of art.
In writing this book I have not followed a chronological pattern,
but this should not be taken to suggest that Virginia Woolf's
theories of art remained unchanged throughout the course of
her career. I have deliberately avoided a chronological approach
because it almost inevitably results in the developmental fallacy the often implicit assumption that each work in a writer's canon
represents a refinement of its predecessor. Very few would argue
that this is true of Virginia Woolf. The structure of this book is
circular rather than linear: the third and final chapter provides the
specific examples that prompted the theories outlined in Chapters
1 and 2.
I wish, finally, to thank Professors Henry Auster, Susan Dick,
Gary Harrington and Michael Millgate for their advice and encouragement. To Professor S. P. Rosenbaum, I am especially indebted
for scrupulous guidance. I cannot presume, in a few words, to
thank my husband, Lawrence Miller, for the kind of support and
assistance that I have grown to depend upon.
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